Recent reports into legal services in regional, rural and remote Queensland indicate that the supply of legal practitioners is insufficient to provide adequate legal services. This paper draws on the results of thirty in-depth interviews with partners (and directors of incorporated legal practices) on
found that 43 per cent of principals (managing practitioners) throughout Australia do not have sufficient lawyers to service the legal needs of their client base; 2 and 36 per cent of the respondents do not intend to be practising beyond the next five years.
3 That study also found that demand for professional services in RRR Australia is generally greater than supply; 4 and that the supply of legal practitioners providing legal aid services is also declining.
5 This is resulting in a constrained ability to provide justice services to RRR communities. 6 Earlier research studies carried out in 1998 7 showed a withdrawal of legal practitioners from legal aid in RRR areas; 8 and in 2004 9 it was concluded 'that professional services are difficult to attract and retain in nonmetropolitan areas, irrespective of whether a region is in decline or growth '. 10 Over the next five years, RRR Queensland is likely to continue to experience a significant decline in access to legal services.
Globally, the practice of law is changing.
14 The drivers of this change are: the globalisation of economies; 15 the increased access to information technology; 16 the changing demands and demographics of the work force; 17 the changing role of lawyers from being advisors to being providers of information; 18 and the changing demands of clients from being passive to being more actively engaged. Clients have access to legal information through information technology 19 and have a perception of how a lawyer should behave -knowledge gleaned through the media. 20 The aggressive and highly leveraged model of law put forward in the economic boom of the 1980s and proposed in the 1990s 21 The forces of both environments -the micro-regional environment needs to be revisited in order to provide a model for sustained legal practice. and the macro-national/global environment -are radically shaping and changing the landscape of regional legal practice. The forces are, for some RRR legal practitioners, dark and frightening; for others the forces are offering opportunities for growth and success. The question that forms the basis of this research is: how and why do some RRR legal practices not only survive but also grow and profit, while other practices dwindle and disappear? 15 David Wilkins,'Globalisation, Technology and the Legal Profession' Mass Tort Litigation Blog (13 August 2010) <http://lawprofessors.typepad.com/mass_tort_litigation/2010/08/ david-wilkins-on-globalization-technology-and-the-legal-profession.html> . 16 Susskind, The Future of Law, above n 14, and Susskind, The End of Lawyers?, above n 14. 17 Empson, above n 14. 18 Susskind, The Future of Law, above n 14, and Susskind, The End of Lawyers?, above n 14.
Morgan, above n 14. 19 Susskind, The End of Lawyers?, above n 14. 20 Wilkins, above n 15. 21 David H Maister, Managing the Professional Service Firm (Maxwell Macmillan International, 1993 Common to both worlds of legal practice (urban practice and RRR practice) is that every legal practice is in competition for clients and in competition to attract suitable legal staff to service the needs of its clients.
23
Law is both a profession and a business. 'The market-place in which they [lawyers] now operate is a far cry from the rarefied profession they thought they were joining.'
24
Litigation is getting nasty. The niceties don't apply... I imagine it's worse in the city. The collegiality has disappeared ... decreased. It's about making a buck. You want to make a living ... but some lawyers are driven by financial maximisation. The impact of this is on relations between solicitors.
In many cases the changes are difficult to accept, as echoed in the comments of one RRR legal practitioner below: 'In the pressurized legal market-place, all the signs are now indicating that sound management is not a luxury; it is a perquisite for solvency.' 25 How legal practitioners deal with the change, whether they adapt or not, will be a matter for each individual. Equally, how lawyers view the current environment and opportunities for their practice is also a matter for each individual.
This paper acknowledges the context of change (occurring globally) and the context of the community (present within regional Australia). However, the primary focus of this paper is on those factors enabling adaptation that are within the control of individual legal practitioners. In particular, the paper focuses on two innovative practices readily (and comparatively cheaply) available to legal practices that will enable adaptation to the changing external environment: Firstly the use of strategic alliances; and, secondly, the innovative use of information technology. 23 Mayson, above n 14, 32 and Susskind, The Future of Law, above n 14, 29. 24 Mayson, above n 14, 39. 25 Ibid 233.
II THE RESEARCH CONTEXT

A Methodology
This paper is based on doctoral research into the question, 'how and why are RRR Queensland legal practices sustainable?' It begins with the hypothesis that legal practitioners can improve sustainability through the use of certain business management practices. These include business planning, use of information technology, marketing, and people management practices.
The research is based on 30 two hour semi-structured interviews 26 with principals and directors
27
The semi-structured interviews included questions on business management practices, and questions relating to the demographics of the legal practitioner (principal or director) and the demographics of the legal practice. In three instances, legal practices nominated practice managers and information technology managers to be involved. Contact with all participants will continue for the duration of the research.
of RRR legal practices in Queensland. The research also relies on legal profession literature and business management literature from Australia, the United States and England. Further interviews are still being conducted to improve the quality of data.
There are limitations on how the data can be used, given the small sample. However, as the basis of an exploratory research study, the qualitative data is rich and provides an opportunity for insight into life as a RRR principal that might not otherwise be available. 
B Defining RRR Queensland
Legal practices were selected to provide a broad range of coverage throughout Queensland. They were selected from legal practices in Atherton, Port Douglas, Cairns and Townsville in Far North Queensland; from practices in Mount Isa, Roma and Chinchilla in Western Queensland; from practices in Biloela and Blackall in Central Queensland; and from practices in Kingaroy, Goondiwindi and Dalby in South Queensland. The legal practices were also selected according to structure, to provide coverage of: sole practices, partnerships and incorporated legal practices.
The research study refers to the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia ('ARIA') 29 in which areas are indexed according to their access to goods and services and opportunities for social interaction. The classes include: 'highly accessible' in which there is relatively unrestricted access to a wide range of goods and services and opportunities for social interaction; 'accessible' in which there are some restrictions to the accessibility of some goods, services and opportunities for social interaction; 'moderately accessible' in which there is significantly restricted accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social interaction; 'remote' in which there is very restricted accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social interaction; and finally, 'very remote' in which there is very little accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social interaction. Use of the ARIA Index will be further adapted to take into account limitations in its application to defining 'RRR Queensland'. For example, Dalby in Western Queensland is classified as High Access However, it was clear from the legal practitioner's point of view that the legal practice was in a 'rural location'. The use of the ARIA index will be adapted to reflect a location's population, access to courts (magistrate, district and supreme), and access to members of the legal fraternity (number of solicitors and barristers).
C
Diversity of Regions
The diversity of regional Queensland is revealed through the statistics collected by the Queensland Treasury' What is apparent from the Queensland RRR statistical information is that there are areas of both population growth and decline and that there are areas of enormous economic development. However, each area is distinct in terms of access to services and goods, and infrastructure. This doctoral research uses the ARIA index as a broad gauge for determining the environment in which the legal practice is operating. also confirm the diversity of the 'containing community' in which the RRR lawyer practises.
D A Definition of 'Sustainable'
It has been difficult to find a clear and complete definition of what it is to be 'sustainable' within a business context. It is necessary to identify criteria relevant to the term so that some attempt can be made to measure whether or not a legal practice is 'sustainable'.
Mayson 36 refers to 'sustainable' and 'sustainability' consistently and with great care in Law Firm Strategy. However he does not expressly define either 'sustainability' or 'sustainable' as he does with other terms. The absence of a clear definition here and throughout the business and management literature may be deliberate.
Mayson does, however, state that creation, sustainability and longevity are treated as different dimensions of an organisation:
Once an organisation exists, longevity refers to the characteristics that determine the period of time for which it is sustained, as distinct from the attributes of organisation that sustain it. It is the merging of creation, sustainability and longevity that combine to determine the persistence of the firm itself.
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For the purposes of the present research study, 'longevity' is included in the definition of 'sustainability' because it gives some measurable (not necessarily sufficient) indication that the legal practice has continued.
Mayson also refers to degrees of sustainability, in terms of a law practice either being of 'high sustainability' or 'low sustainability'. 39 In his discussion, he recommends that to remedy 'low sustainability', investment should be made in the drawing out of a sympathetic normative environment.
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In the business management literature, the term 'sustainable' has been used interchangeably with 'successful'and has been coupled with it. Although there may be some overlap of meaning between the terms -for example, Mayson states that a law practice needs to be not only successful, but also sustainable This suggests the possible inclusion of a 'normative environment' as being one of the elements of sustainability. (This element is discussed below.) 41 There is also acknowledgement from the business management literature that 'success' is a subjective concept. A person may have a vision of what 'success' is for them -for example, that the person should enjoy a happy work-life balance -and that vision may be fulfilled. However, when viewed from an outside point of view, that 'success' becomes questionable because, for example, the rate of profit is dwindling.
-the implication is that to be 'sustainable' is to be something (slightly) more than successful. This then can take into account the fact that some legal practitioners have an 'exit strategy', and indeed, a number of RRR principals spoke of such a strategy.
Secondly, there must be profit or solvency. This is at the heart of the economist John Hick's concept of value and capital. He states: 'The purpose of income calculations ... is to give people an indication of the amount which they can consume without impoverishing themselves.' 45 The economic literature on 'commercial sustainability' provides a limited, narrower definition: [A] person's maximum consumption should not be greater than the level of income that does not reduce the initial level of capital. Such a concept of maximising income flows without reducing asset stocks is the key to many concepts of sustainability… states that the benefits of a definition that relates to 'benefits exceeding or balancing costs' may be more easily measurable (although it will still be affected by many variables).
The pursuit of a broader definition is supported by Mayson's references to 'high sustainability' and 'low sustainability', in which he comments that a legal practice driven purely on profit may be 'sustainable', but not nearly as highly sustainable as it could or ought to be.
The narrow definition does not take into account either 'the normative environment' in which 'sustainability' is occurring or its resources. These resources include clients to create the income and legal staff to service the needs of clients.
Thirdly, there must be 'resources' to sustain the legal practice. 'Resources' in this context is a reference to 'available clients' and 'access to legal staff'. And these resources must be renewable to take into account the effects of time and aging on these mortal resources.
Fourthly, growth must be considered. Growth is seen as essential in order to allow professional firms to diversify and to meet changing client needs. survive better than business structures that do not grow. 50 Maister 51 and Mayson 52 both state that growth provides the structure to attract the staff and provide a path of progression; and to ensure that sufficient/suitable staff are available to service the clients. 53 The extent to which the growth can occur, however, is dependent upon the ability to expand and manage through leveraging or gearing the renewable resources (clients and legal staff).
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The systems literature, however, views 'growth' with caution.
The longer people sustain a social, economic, or ecological system in its growth phase, the sharper, harder, and more destructive its ultimate breakdown will be.
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Homer-Dixon proposes an adaptive cycle that can be represented as a threedimensional entity that rises and falls and rises again. The research study will explore the management practices carried out within (and available to) legal practices to assist with identifying opportunities for dealing with the rises and falls.
The idea of 'limits to growth' was the foundation of Brundtland's 'sustainable development'. The complexity of growth and its links to sustainability are also evident from the comments of two RRR legal practice partners, both of whom are in legal practices that registered highly in terms of longevity and performance:
We made the decision to cap it at a certain size; to be selective; and to charge a premium. ... We're focussed on a balanced life. We are able to achieve comfortable returns on our investment in capital and time. We could do five or ten times the work. (Partner)
We're opposed to growth for growth's sake. We would only grow for two reasons: profit and competitiveness. (Partner) Against the background of the broader systems literature and the grounded experiences of long-term partners, the element of 'growth' is qualified by it needing to be either 'controlled growth', 'managed growth' or 'strategic growth'.
Finally, a complete definition of 'sustainability' should make reference to the environment within the law practice, for reasons mentioned above. Mayson defines the 'normative environment' within the legal practice as 'the overall purpose, concept, culture and climate of the business'. 59 It 'is the sum of all those influences on the ways in which shared meaning is developed and transmitted within the firm and in which commonly acceptable behavior is framed and enacted'.
60
If human resources providing legal knowledge (in the form of intellectual capital) are one of the primary resources of a legal practice, then, for a legal practice to be sustainable, relationships among the personnel must also be sustained and must have attention given to them. The internal environment is then dependent upon processes relating to these relationships, including dispute resolution mechanisms, partner relations, and protection of values such as 'trust'. Mayson describes this environment as encompassing what ought to happen (the culture) and what actually does happen (the climate).
61 Nations (1983) . The idea of limitations related to the extent of an environment's ability to meet not only present needs but also future needs. 59 Mayson, above n 14, 47. 60 Ibid 56. 61 Ibid.
As a start, some attempt at measuring this element can be made by rating partner satisfaction, and tracking rates of legal staff retention.
E Factors within the Control of the Legal Practice
The economic environment in which the legal practice resides, together with the regulatory environment imposed by professional bodies including the Queensland Law Society, the Legal Services Commissioner and the courts, are factors external to the firm and therefore not within the control of the firm. Nevertheless, it is argued that the sustainability of regional legal practice can be maximised if the principals or director of the legal practice give attention to the business management of the legal practice -the internal environment.
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This paper considers the use of innovative practices by regional legal practices as methods of seeking to achieve sustainability. In particular the paper looks first at alliances with other legal practices and secondly at the innovative use of information technology.
III THE INNOVATIVE USE OF ALLIANCES WITH OTHER LEGAL PRACTICES
Partnership has been the traditional governance structure through which legal services have been provided. 63 66 Empson, above n 14, 10. Mayson, above n 36, 322 suggests that the rationale for the movement into limited liability partnerships by legal practices in which the number of partners is increasing, is that such structures can provide a degree of limited liability 'within a hybrid that allows the benefits of an incorporated body but with the retained feel... of
A Why 'Partnership' Is So Important to Legal Practitioners
Empson asserts that partnership as a governance structure for legal practices works because it balances the competing needs of lawyers and clients (and owners). 67 The needs of lawyers relate to seeking high levels of autonomy 68 and freedom to exercise independent judgment in order to provide expertise in their work. The needs of the client relate to trusting that the lawyer will focus on service rather than maximising profit.
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Partnership, as a governance structure, is also important for other reasons. The legal form of partnership
In this way, partnership satisfactorily balances these needs based on the drive of partners to deliver quality work over and above (but not without reference to) the pursuit of profit .
70 that includes unlimited liability creates a tension within the partnership. 71 This tension is relieved, however, through the ethos of partnership 72 in which 'the interests of the individual are reconciled with those of the collective'
73
B The Partnership Ethos in RRR Queensland
This occurs through intense socialisation and the partnership management structure.
From the RRR interviews, it is apparent that the partnership ethos exists amongst the legal practices in partnership. Statements relating to the ethos reveal that it is emotionally demanding and that it requires trust and respect:
An action won't proceed unless they look at the benefit of the firm. If there is strong opposition then they will not proceed. If there is a majority then they will go ahead. In a partnership you need to respect the opinions of others. We always have plenty of discussion and take a professional partnership'. The additional argument for the movement towards incorporation is the appeal of 'attracting new external ownership or investment'. 67 Empson, above n 14, 11. 68 Ibid. 69 Ibid 15: The third need is that of 'the owner' of the partnership (that is, the partners themselves). Empson states that the interests of the owners which are geared towards the generation of income are best served when aligned with the interests of the professionals. approach. There is a sense that the partners would die for you. Good partners -they rely on you. If I got sick then they would carry me. We have full insurance -death and disability -but there is the sense that if I couldn't work that they would look after me. I want to leave the firm in a better position than when I came into it! (Partner)
The firm valued clients and partners so highly that they decided to open a branch office [to retain a partner]. For five to ten years the X [location of practice] office was not viable, but has now begun to contribute their share. It carries the country ethos at the coast. It continues the 'country values attitude' into the coast. (Partner)
The partners complement each other, but are opposites. This is very good for business management, but can create tensions. I have rapport and am very understanding. (Partner)
If we have a dispute we talk things through to work through the tensions. We also indulge each other, for example X's [interest] . We also think alike; we share the same values. We have things in common and similar backgrounds. We are in it for the long term. (Partner)
If we felt strongly about it we wouldn't do it or we would compromise. We keep the other partner informed. It's an equal partnership. (Partner) It's robust and honest; being with the group for a long time. We don't allow dead elephants in the room; they are difficult to deal with. (Partner) Those principals who had enjoyed longevity in their partnerships also registered highly in terms of implementing mechanisms for dealing with disputes.
C Pressures upon Partnership
Partnership also had to bear the pressure of a range of issues originating both externally and internally to the partnership. Empson considers a range of factors (economic, social and regulatory) that are bringing pressure to bear upon partnership. She expressly states the impact of changing social trends, for example, the shifts in priorities of younger lawyers who are potential partners. limitations on liability), but rather from the need to provide appropriate practice areas, to access suitably qualified legal staff, and to service clients. Does the 'imitation of partnership' offer a model that is suitable for RRR legal practice that will assist in resolving these critical issues in providing legal services?
The next part of the paper considers the existing governance structures in RRR Queensland and how, through the use of alliances, the dilemmas of insufficient legal staff can be dealt with.
D Governance Structures and the Queensland RRR Situation
Life as a Sole Practitioner
Sixty-three per cent (172) of RRR practitioners in RRR Queensland practice are sole practitioners.
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Of the 30 principals interviewed, nine (31 per cent) are sole practitioners. Of these nine, five similarly were the only holders of a legal practising certificate. Based on the exploratory data, a number of points can be raised that compare and contrast the life of the sole practitioner with that of the partner.
One hundred and two of those sole practitioners are the only holders of a practising certificate within the law practice.
Reasons Sole Practitioners Choose to Practise Alone
A number of sole practitioners deliberately chose sole practice (with or without an employed solicitor) for very specific reasons. Some of the reasons are based on self-knowledge and an acknowledgement of 'the partnership ethos':
I have been approached by another firm to join forces, in a partnership. I said 'no'. There is no benefit. I would make a bad partner ... And you have to have trust! I would do it as a family business, but never as a partnership. I wouldn't consider a partnership.
Others avoid partnership due to dissatisfaction with previous partnership experiences. Such experiences involved: methods of dispute resolution, lack of trust, ethical issues, and differing values:
I was in a partnership -I had a growing discontentment with my partner's lack of professionalism. He'd had a marriage breakdown; he was a heavy drinker; there were financial implications. I was with X for 19 years. There were some productive years. The best thing I've done was to dissolve the partnership. My life is less stressed; my life has improved. It is a small town; people talk.
The other partner induced me to go into the partnership. We lasted for some years. We split for financial reasons; it didn't work out. The second 77 Based on the 2008 data from the Legal Service Commissioner, the total number of legal practitioners in Queensland is 1363. Based on the adapted ARIA Index, 271 of those practices can be termed to be located in RRR Queensland. Of the 271 RRR legal practices, 172 are practices in which there is one principal. Some of these practices include an employed solicitor. The 2008 data reveal that within 102 of these practices there is only one practising certificate held, and that is by the principal. These 102 practices are indeed operated by a 'sole' practitioner.
partnership ... The cost of running the [X] practices was prohibitive. I put myself in debt. At the end of three years I said, 'enough'. I said that this was no good, and we parted amicably. I decided never to go into partnership again.
Levels of Stress Associated with Sole Practice
All of the sole practitioners reported levels of stress associated with legal practice both on the grounds of being a sole practitioner and on the grounds of RRR legal practice. The most common grounds of stress included the inability to get away from the practice to have a holiday; fear of 'being run over by a bus'; regulatory impacts and not being able to adequately comply with them; and the lack of professional colleagues with whom to discuss legal issues: sole practitioners spoke of having forged informal alliances, and other practices, with colleagues as a method of dealing with the professional loneliness of the RRR sole practitioner. The most commonly cited benefits of these informal alliances included: being able to hand over and enjoy a holiday and being able to talk over a legal issue. Some practitioners, it seemed, forged these informal alliances far more effectively than others.
E Strategic and Innovative Alliances in RRR Queensland
As part of the semi-structured interviews, five questions were asked relating to alliances. The questions related to the law practice's existing plans or future plans to ally with firstly, an urban legal practice; secondly, a RRR legal practice; thirdly, a specialist legal practice; fourthly, another professional service firm (for example, an accountant); and, fifthly, with a nonprofessional practice (such as a financial planner).
RRR legal practitioners primarily sought alliances with other RRR legal practices and specialist legal practices, rather than alliances with urban legal practices. However, the qualitative data suggests that the legal practices that were registering highly in terms of 'sustainability' did seek alliances with urban law practices and that this was for the purpose of movement of work in order to gain wider practice areas.
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The semi-structured interviews revealed a range of alliances from the loosely cast links described in the following two quotations … literature states that a strategic alliance 'exists whenever two or more independent organizations cooperate in the development. Barney and Hesterly then classify these alliances into non-equity alliances, in which cooperation between firms is managed directly through contracts; joint ventures, in which cooperating firms form an independent firm in which they invest; and equity alliances in which cooperative contracts are supplemented by equity investments by one partner in the other partner. Strategic alliances create value by exploiting opportunities and neutralizing threats facing a firm. 80 The results were as follows: 31 per cent had an alliance with an urban legal practice, whereas 69 per cent did not have any such future plan; 65.5 per cent currently had such an alliance with a RRR legal practice and 3.4 per cent intended to establish a future alliance; 51.7 per cent had an alliance with a specialist legal practice, and 6.9 per cent planned to establish such a link; 31 per cent had an alliance with another professional service firm (such as an accountant), and 10.3 per cent intended to establish a link; 6.9 per cent had an alliance with a non-professional service firm (such as a financial planner) and 93.1 per cent did not plan to establish a link with non-professionals. … to the slightly more formally articulated alliances described below.
The alliances with urban legal practices were entered into only by the bigger, older RRR legal practices:
The Alliances with other RRR practices were far more common amongst both sole practitioners and partnerships:
I have relationships with others in a loose fashion... I 'recommend' them; I work with regional firms to give to clients something I can't provide. (Sole practitioner)
We have big clients in X and Y but not in Brisbane. We contemplated Xwe have two partners at X with contact with rural clients. We may pursue this. X is a lucrative area. We need to get the model right ... then use this as a saleable asset. (Partner) Alliances with specialist legal practices were also well utilised by both sole practitioners and partnerships:
Yes, with IP areas we work with a patent attorney. We need big clients to sustain this. (Partner) There is only one other firm who does litigation in X. This relationship we've had for a long time -six years. (Partner)
I refer work to X -family law and personal injuries. I use him for consulting and talking to on trusts and estates. If I need advice, I prefer to use X rather than a barrister. They will do a piecemeal job. I will refer for, say, a succession planning and I will learn from it. I use them as a partnership. (Sole practitioner) I refer work-place matters; construction and building (sole practitioner).
Alliances that extended beyond other lawyers and into relationships with other professional service firms were also well supported:
We have loose relationships at the moment ... We thought about accountants in an MDP. We get big referrals -non exclusive. Only a few legal practitioners expressed keenness for independence (a fierce independence) that did not include any alliances:
We have no other alliances and no plans to enter into other alliances. In 10 years I think that the practice will be as it is now. I have no plans to expand any further or to move into either a more urbanised practice, or to pick up more remote work. (Partner) And, conversely, only one RRR legal practice interviewed reported international alliances. This was, not surprisingly, a legal practice that registered as being both old and large.
In terms of the impact that these alliances made, the participants expressed this in various ways, noting benefits to their practices and also benefits to their sense of well-being.
Amongst the sole practitioners interviewed, a few were clear about why they had chosen sole practice, about the role of the sole practitioner, and about why this structure worked for them. They had actively created strong 'alliances' with previous employers, previous employees, and specialists, as a means of substituting for the benefits of partnership.
The primary benefits flowing from these strategic and innovative alliances (which were an 'imitation of partnership') included: having a method of providing expert legal advice in specialist areas, and therefore retaining clients, minimising the risk of inaccurate legal advice or the mishandling of ethical issues; having a method of sourcing clients; and having a means to reduce stress through extended collegiality.
IV THE INNOVATIVE USE OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
The third part of this paper deals with the innovative use of information technology. In some circumstances this use can assist with forging alliances and can also be a means of retaining valued legal staff.
The legal profession, usually so adept at contemplating and writing about the past, has recently been dwelling on the future. 81 This part of the paper considers the legal profession literature on the innovative use of technology, and compares its findings with the exploratory research that reveals how and why RRR legal practitioners are using information technology. RRR legal practices, like other businesses, must be aware of the anticipated or predicted future environment in order to adapt to it if they are to remain sustainable.
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A Lawyers as 'Providers of Information'
Susskind, in The Future of Law (1996) , accurately forecast the use of information technology in law, and more recently he has questioned whether it will lead to The End of Lawyers? 83 The underlying premise for Susskind's predictions concerning the impact of information technology for the practice of law is that 'lawyers are in the information business'.
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Lawyers acquire information through education and training, capture and retain information as part of their stock-in-trade, and sell information to clients who ask for it to be applied to their circumstances. Lawyering is, arguably, more information intensive than any other industry or profession.
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It was inevitable, then, that technology would impact on any profession whose function it is to collect information, manage it, and manifest that knowledge and information in advice given to its clientele. Legal practices that were quick to recognise these implications would certainly have an early competitive advantage:
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With our business, with our turn over, the product produced is document production. At the end of the day we need a medium [information technology] to provide that to the client. We are in the business of providing high quality advice. (IT manager) For other law firms, there may be an inertia to overcome.
Some might want to argue that lawyers' conservatism is the key factor here [for the slow take up of IT], an inertia which extends well beyond that of most professionals, and, it might be said, is institutionally enshrined and bolstered in the legal psyche by precedent, the very lifeblood of the common law.
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For RRR legal practitioners there may be a double layering of conservatism to be found in both the law, and life in the country. The exploratory findings of the research outlined below reveal both conservatism and optimism in the use of information technology.
There may be valid reasons for hesitancy in using information technology on the grounds that such innovation may be disruptive, or may result in reducing the effectiveness of the practice.
88 Not all change leads to increasing sustainability and competitive advantage. Additionally, research indicates that an integrated approach to the introduction of innovation, rather than a fragmented approach, can improve performance. Both points support a strategic approach (rather than a reactive one) to the introduction of information technology. Susskind suggests that the use of information technology by legal practitioners must take into account a number of factors if it is going to provide genuine innovation, and ultimately adaptation, to the changing environment.
Firstly, he suggests that information be used for innovation, not merely automation. This approach will achieve wider business objectives, 90 such as enabling legal practices to attract legal staff by allowing more flexible working conditions. 91 Lawyers need to focus their initiatives on what they consider the more beneficial uses of new systems.
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Secondly, he suggests that this strategic use of IT can be a 'major enabler', assisting in the reduction of geographical differences. Susskind himself focusses on international geographical impacts, but geographical impacts can relate just as easily to distances that are within a country, particularly when that country is as enormous as Australia.
For example, they should use information technology for research, improved communications and systematised client file management -rather than mere word processing. 93 Thirdly, Susskind notes that law staff and clients may judge a legal practice on the quality of the information flowing from it through the use of information technology, including the presentation of documents and the 'look and feel' of its website. 94 Fourthly, information technology allows small legal practices to group together as single, 'virtual legal practice' under one 'virtual' roof. This feature or impact of the use of information technology has been further pursued by Susskind in his latest publication The End of Lawyers?
This may give an advantage to a RRR legal practice that can have a high quality 'virtual office' on the internet, without the expense of a city lease. in which he predicts 91 The critical issue of attraction, selection, retention and progression of suitably qualified legal staff is complex. This paper proposes the innovative use of information technology as one means of dealing with the issue. It is certainly not the only means. Further research into this issue is being carried out in terms of strategies being used by RRR legal practices. An example of alternative methods that has been taken up by a number of RRR legal practices is the recruitment from within local communities; and the recruitment and training from within legal practices. 92 Tanya du Plessis and Adeline du Toit, 'Knowledge Management and Legal Practice ' (2006) 26 International Journal of Information Management 360-71. 93 Susskind, The End of Lawyers?, above n 14, 227. 94 Ibid 230. 95 Ibid 82. that the role of lawyers is changing due to the impacts of technology. Susskind anticipates that technology will allow small legal practices and sole practitioners to aggregate work, and to stay in the small firm and remain competitive.
There is an argument that adaptation through the use of innovative information technology is more readily available to smaller firms than larger firms on the grounds that they are simpler, cheaper and less complex.
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B An Overview of How Regional Legal Practices Are Using Information Technology
Most of the firms considered in this research study would be classified as 'small' firms.
RRR legal practitioners were asked, during the semi-structured interviews, a number of questions on the use of information technology. They included: 'What information technology is used?'; 'Who uses it?'; 'Who is the innovative user of information technology?'; and 'What training in information technology occurs?'.
C Types of Information Technology Used
Of the 30 RRR legal practitioners interviewed, most principals used some form of information technology. Access to and use of emails ran at 93 per cent; non-subscription databases (for example, Austlii and the Supreme Court Library website) were used by 89.7 per cent; subscription databases (for example, LexisNexis, Leap and LawMaster) were used by 65 per cent; voice recognition technology was used by 51 per cent; Webcam was used by 44.8 per cent. Some legal practices also made use of video-conferencing.
The legal practice's quality of presence on the internet was closely considered: 27.6 per cent of legal practices had a high quality internet presence that included practice areas, staff information, branding, and some form of interaction; 31 per cent had a moderate quality presence in that a website had been designed, yet provided only minimal information. Forty-one per cent did not have a website and relied solely on a referral provided by another source (that is, the Yellow Pages).
One future impact of the quality of internet presence is that staff and clients will judge law practices by the web, rather than the physical location.
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D The Users of Information Technology
Websites are relatively easy and cheap to design and maintain.
The most frequent users of information technology were administrative and para-legal staff. Three interviewees revealed that the principal did not have a computer and did not use emails, that all communication was through the principal's administrative support and via hard copy. The way in which this sole practitioner used relatively inexpensive technology enabled this legal practitioner to access contracted administrative support at a distant location on terms that suited both parties.
A few legal practices used high quality websites detailing their practice areas, services and staff in terms that were geared to be relevant to the client. Examples of websites designed with the client in mind were most evident in the areas of rural law. Legal practice websites in this area were designed to provide prospective clients with relevant information and action points relating to a range of practice areas, but they were grouped together as 'rural law' -a clear acknowledgement of the client's needs.
Other uses of information technology related to the provision of services to clients at locations convenient to the client. Legal staff travelled to the clients with laptops fully fitted with files, precedents and access to research as a means of replicating the resources that would usually be available at the physical office.
Importantly, information technology was also used to attain a broader objective, that is, to attract and retain valued and valuable legal staff. In some instances partners and employed solicitors were provided with laptops and software that would enable working from home and working while travelling. This provided flexible working conditions that resulted in retaining 'star' legal staff.
[ Information technology was also used to outsource specific administrative functions. In some cases the outsourcing involved immense geographical separation from the physical location of the legal practice -for example, in other states and over thousands of kilometres away.
G Critical Factors for the Innovative Use of Information Technology
The use of information technology, to be effective and to enhance sustainability, should take into account 'critical factors' 98 1 Need for Strategy including the need for strategy, user involvement, and hybrid management.
'Without strategy and planning, investment in IT is destined to be illconsidered, haphazard and disappointing in its results.' 99
User Involvement
From the semistructured interviews, only 34 per cent of interviewees indicated that the use of information technology was part of their business planning. Ten per cent of principals indicated that they 'read journals' to source information on the use of information technology; and 17 per cent reported that they had relied on an information technology consultant to assist with their use of information technology.
To gain the desired results from technological innovations, users need to be trained and educated to understand and accept the benefits available. Management should aim for a culture in which users can directly see those benefits; and they should be involved, appropriately, in the decision-making process. 100 Training on the use of information technology was frequently neglected.
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TAFE was brought in from T [location] to carry out an IT training day. Our software is updated when needed. (Partner) Sixty-two per cent of principals spoke of including moderate training as part of their use of information technology, whilst only a few principals reported training as a priority:
Hybrid Management
A common issue in the legal profession is the lack of properly qualified information technology staff to assume the responsibility for the use of information technology. amateur' who makes the decisions about the use of information technology. In RRR legal practices, it appears that it is the employed solicitor who is responsible for information technology management. The uses to which information technology is put are not always well researched nor do they necessarily fit strategically within the business planning. However, there were some notable exceptions among the RRR legal practitioners whose foresight in researching and engaging in the use of information technology had enormous impacts on the sustainability of the practice.
I do systems work. In the legal business, how many staff do you need before you can justify an IT person? With an IT manager, we can now run training programs, risk management, induction programs. This is an example of the processes ... needed for the staff. X [name of law firm] has that focus because we can deliver the product well. We got quicker and smarter as a result of staff training and IT -and improving this by having the system. A regional law firm needs IT more than a CBD law firm. In the region though you are stuck with the slow speed! (Partner)
H Benefits
The benefit of using information technology innovatively is that it offers legal practices an opportunity to attract and retain valuable legal staff through offering a flexible work environment, and enabling the movement of lawyers between regional, rural, remote and urban locations.
'IT is challenging some of our fundamental assumptions about where we should physically locate our organisations.' 103 It is capable of 'bringing an entire, geographically dispersed workforce under the one -albeit virtualroof.' 104 Susskind's prediction is that the innovative use of information technology will enable organisations to retain their productivity (and market share) by being able to retain their high-powered/valuable staff.
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A firm's source of strength will not, as it was in the past, be in its rigid adherence to structure and stability; rather it will be in its flexibility and adaptability and its ability to take the organisation through these times of continuing change... The IT infrastructure at the court is not as good. (Sole practitioner) Secondly, the physical infrastructure supporting the internet is poorly serviced and maintained as a factor of distance from metropolitan centres.
The speed is an issue. This is a cost and a limitation. The exchange won't deal with it. They need to change the boundaries. [Location of practice] is considered remote! How IT governance is considered is through regional classifications. The [location of practice] Exchange is old! It's analogue. (IT Manager)
We recently installed LEAP. With the LEAP software, the practice's cabling was so old, we needed to re-cable (Sole practitioner)
As areas become bigger, law firms do get serviced, but not until the service comes to town. These firms need a fake office in [regional location] where the IT services could be provided. (Partner) Thirdly, information and knowledge about information technology resources and uses are poor.
The QLS doesn't recommend a computerised system. It would be good if the QLS could provide an endorsement of a few of them dealing with trust accounting -if they could put that information on the internet. (Partner) Another sole practitioner expressed a keenness to find out about funding options available to support her installation of video-conferencing technology at her practice.
VI RECOMMENDED ACTIONS
On the basis of the foregoing findings, the following actions are recommended.
Firstly, further research into the use of 'alliances' by RRR legal practitioners needs to be carried out to determine how and why these relationships may support practitioners in adequately providing services to clients and in providing collegiality.
Secondly, professional organisations need to promote the use of, and benefits to be gained from, the information technology. These organisations also need to provide guidance and assistance in decision-making. Older RRR principals are less experienced (and less confident) in their use of technology than younger ones. Organisations that they look to for professional support can assist with confidence-building and decision-making.
Thirdly, governments must improve funding of, and support for, the courts' use of information technology, including e-lodgement. The poorly funded and serviced use of the technology by government agencies is currently being borne by RRR principals and directors who cannot afford the costs.
Finally, governments and service providers must improve infrastructure and services to assist with the efficient and effective use of information technology in RRR locations. The take-up of technology by RRR legal practitioners is a frustrating experience in those circumstances where the infrastructure does not support its use.
